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Sands Interastral Spaceport had 

never known a touch-down like 

it. The long, satin-sleek shape of 

Thunderbird III settling slowly to the 

pad, its retarders blasting smoke and 

flame, the buckled, blistered mass of 

the unwieldy space-freighter clutched 

above it in a grotesque, gigantic piggy- 
back. 

“He made it! Only a miracle could 


| ee area “B” at White 


have achieved what that boy’s done 
today!” The voice of the Chairman of 
Interplan Consolidated _Starfreight 
cracked with emotion. His incredulous 
eyes picked out the name of his com- 
pany, barely legible on the scorched 
sides of the space-freighter, and a 
curious contrast with the neat, un- 
marked identification codes of Inter- 
national Rescue on the shell of Thun- 
derbird Hil. 


= 
The watchers on the landing area 
could hear the ticking of hot metal as 
Alan Tracy, one of the five brothers 
who made up International Rescue’s 
action team, lowered himself from the 
nosecone of Thunderbird III and strode 
towards them across the pad. 

“ Get your medics to pull your pilot 
out of that freighter. I guess the strain’s 
cracked him up some.” Alan spoke 
directly to the Chairman. “ It sure was 
touch and go for the poor guy.” 

“There aren’t the words to tell you 
how I feel about this, son!” The boss 
of the freight-line was wringing Alan’s 
hand with painful excitement. “ When 
our boy got the message through that 
his re-entry rockets had failed, we were 
ready to give him up. Imagine! Eight- 


hundred tons of metal, hurtling back 
into the earth’s atmosphere without 
brakes! Three seconds and he and the 
craft would have burned to vapour!” 

“The craft was on the way to white 
heat by the time I managed to get Thun- 
derbird III beneath it,” admitted Alan. 
“And even then, I wasn’t sure that the 
grab-gear we installed would do the 
job. But it’s over now, and I guess we 
can all relax.” 

The Chairman dabbed sweat from 
his forehead. “ Boy,” he said... “I 
want you to know that anything, but 
anything I can do in return...” 

“ Forget it.” Alan smiled. “ It’s part 
of the job. All I want is your assurance 
that when I leave here, nobody tries to 
track me.” 

“You have it, boy . . . you have it! 
Your boss . . . that is, I mean, your 
father . . . he let me know when my call 
for help came to your organisation. He 
said about the methods and equipment 
you use being just as capable of destroy- 
ing life as preserving it. I guarantee that 
nobody here’s going to have any chance 
of cracking your secrets . . . no, sir!” 

Alan glanced round to where a 
mobile spaceport recovery crane was 
lifting the rescued space-freighter from 
the back of Thunderbird III. He could 
just make out the small figure of the 
operator, high in his control cabin, 
handling his clumsy equipment with 
expert ease. He saw the man lean out 
and heard his faint voice calling to col- 
leagues on the ground 

“She’s clear! Where do I lay the 
junk?” 

“Red control, port four!” A hel- 
meted foreman cupped his hands and 
yelled up to the operator. “And hurry 
it up, Beltsky! The doc’s over there, 
waiting to see to the poor guy inside!” 


THE TARGET 


“Okay. I’m ready to move off.” 
Alan turned back to the Chairman. 
“Glad it turned out the way it did.” 


AR away on the tropical island 

which was the secret base of Inter- 
national Rescue, Jeff Tracy and three 
of his sons waited for Alan’s return. 

John, Scott and Virgil knew the mis- 
sion had been successful. So did 
Gordon, their other brother—at present 
doing a month’s tour of duty up on 
International Rescue’s space-station 
outpost. 

Now, in the spacious lounge, a 
rhythmic “bleep, bleep” filled the 
room, and the eyes of the portrait of 
Alan, one of five on the wall opposite 
Jeff Tracy’s desk, began their inter- 
mittent flashing. 

“Come in, Alan,” said Jeff, and the 
portrait disappeared, to be instantly 
replaced by a live telecast picture of his 
son. 

“ Routine, father,” Alan’s voice was 
loud and clear. “ I’m preparing my run- 
in. Touch down, fifteen seconds.” 

“ Fine, son. And well done.” 

Later, when Alan had filed his 
official report, table-time talk went over 


the bits and pieces of the operation. 
The family had been joined by 
“ Brains "—the young scientist respon- 
sible for the development of the team’s 
equipment. 

“ Those grabs Brains dreamed up to 
help Thunderbird III snatch that run- 
away freighter and slow it down... 
they workedJike a charm. I suggest we 
incorporate ‘Wiem as standard equip- 
ment.” Alan stretched his arms above 
his head as he talked, as though imitat- 
ing the new machinery. 

“ Thanks, Alan,” said Brains. “ But 
I noticed that the heat had a very slight 
fusing effect on the grab claws. I'll have 
to work on them just a little more.” The 
young egg-head cleared his throat, and 
drew in a deep breath. 

“You see, the metal I used 
Monotritonium One-six, when sub- 
jected to strains of over point-nine 
Theta, accompanied by heats exceeding 


“Hey! Let’s change the subject 
before Brains gets us all whirl-headed!” 
Virgil Tracy laughed and clapped a 
friendly hand on the scientist’s shoulder. 

“ Okay, fellers!” Brains gave a good- 
natured chuckle. “I guess I do get 


> 


carried away sometimes! 
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“Let’s talk about the eternal pro- 
blem,” broke in Jeff Tracy, “ You're 
sure nobody followed you, Alan? No- 
body took any pictures at the Space- 
port, or anything like that?” 

“No, father.” The faces round the 
table were serious now. “ You know 
how we’ve all learned to keep our eyes 
open. I guess there’s no organisation 
anywhere that’s more security-conscious 
than this one.” 

“ That’s the way it’s always got to 
be.” Jeff leaned back and met the eyes 
of his sons and his scientist, one by one. 
“Tf anyone ever found out who we 
were, where we operate, all sorts of 
snooping would start. Our machines, 
equipment, techniques . . . everything 
would become common knowledge in a 
matter of days, and the wrong sort of 
people would begin operating with our 
know-how.” 


The International Rescue Chief's 
face cleared again. He broke the sud- 
den silence by climbing to his feet. 

“Well, it’s take-it-easy time . . . until 
the next call for help comes through.” 


T was a fortnight later, and thousands 

of miles away. At a small sidewalk 
coffee bar, Con Kelly propped up the 
counter and moodily stared into space. 

At one time, he’d have been sur- 
rounded by friends . . . proud to hang 
about the great Con Kelly, finest news- 
hound reporter the Continental Libera- 
tor had ever known . . . but not now. 

“T used to be good. Shucks, I used 
to be.” The words chased themselves 
endlessly around his mind. “ Maybe it 
was just lucky breaks.” 

There was a time when Con Kelly 


would snatch every scoop that was 
going, making the readers of the Con- 
tinental Liberator rush to buy the morn- 
ing editions. But it had been months 
now since his last big story. 

What’s more, he had an editor who 
firmly believed that reporters were only 
as good as their last job. Yesterday’s 
scoops were just dead copy to him. 

That was why, that very morning, 
Con Kelly had been called in, and 
given his ultimatum. A good news story 

. . and fast. Or else. 

Or else . . . what? Dismissal? At his 
age? Con shuddered. He was too old 
to begin all over again. 

And then, suddenly, he found him- 
self listening to the conversation of two 
other men at the bar . . . two men in 
overalls, standing within easy earshot. 
One of them (Con heard his companion 
call him Beltsky) was holding a letter, 


and reading bits and pieces from it. 

“Sure pays well, this job of my 
brother’s,” said Beltsky. “‘ You know? 
Operating a recovery crane down at 
White Sands? He reckons there's 
plenty of excitement, too!” 

“You mean, like watching the 
traffic come and go? Wondering what 
it’s like on these space-rides?” 

“No, no!” Beltsky was vehement. 
“Not just that. Listen to this! He tells 
me that about two weeks ago they had 
a rescue operation by that International 
Rescue outfit! He was right there . . . 
right on the spot to see that Thunder- 
bird bring its baby home!” 

“No kidding! Say, those Inter- 
national Rescue guys take some beat- 
ing! I wonder who they are . . . just 
where they come from. . .” 

But the conversation had no further 
interest for Con Kelly. His eyes were 


shining, his lips moving soundlessly as 
he pushed his unwanted coffee aside, 
grabbed his hat, and strode from the 
bar. 

“International Rescue! That’s it! 
The most closely-guarded secret the 
world’s ever known!” 

Like a man in a dream, Kelly hailed 
a taxi and climbed in. 

“Someone’s going to crack Thun- 
derbirds’ secret and splash it in the 
greatest scoop the Liberator’s ever 
dreamed of . . . and that someone’s 
going to be Con Kelly!” 


HE full idea came to Con Kelly in 

the small hours of the morning, 
after a whole night spent planning and 
scheming. Before him, on his table, lay 
just two items from the box of equip- 
ment which had served him so well in 
the past, on “sneak” reporting jobs. 
One was a micro-camera built into the 
buckle of an innocent-looking waistbelt. 
The other, a tiny, magnetic limpet- 
transmitter, no bigger than a shirt but- 
ton, which would send continuous 
signals over a fantastic range, to be 
picked up and positioned by a receiver 
hidden within Con Kelly's wallet. 

“Oh, boy,” Con Kelly told himself. 
“ This plan’s so simple it’s frightening! 
I catch the first helijet in the morning, 
and I’m at White Sands Interastral 
Spaceport by ten!” 

There was little security at White 
Sands to bother a seasoned newspaper- 
man like Con Kelly. The whole place 
was nothing more than a goods transit 
station, from which freight craft went 
back and forth among the habitable 


bases, platforms and satellites in space. 
Many of the transporters were so 
routined that they went up unmanned, 
remotely fired from central control, and 
with self-contained instruments pre-set 
to carry them to their destination. 

It was one such transporter—the dull 
black pencil of a mails and light cargo 
rocket—that the man from the Con- 
tinental Liberator had his eye on. 

“But first, to look for this guy Belt- 
sky,” muttered Con, his press-card pro- 
minently stuck into the brim-band of 
his hat. 

Con found the recovery-crane opera- 
tor relaxing in the canteen, and in a 
friendly, talkative frame of mind. 

“T ran into your brother in a bar 
back home,” part-truthed the news- 
paperman. “I've got to do this story 
on the operation of mail-rockets and 
so on, see? Well, your brother said you 
worked here . . . and he told me you’d 
be glad to help.” 

“Sure. If it’s possible, I'll fix it. 
Whaddya want to know?” 

Con lowered his voice to a confi- 
dential whisper. 

“It’s not so much what I want to 
know,” he said. “It’s what I want to 
see. I need to see the inside of the con- 
trol unit of one of those birds.” 

Beltsky shook his head, dubiously. 
“ T sure don’t know about that, mister. 
That’s a tall order!” 

Con patted his wallet pocket. 
“ There’s a big cheque waiting back at 
head office for the man who plays ball,” 
he grinned. 

Beltsky wavered. “ I'd have to come 
with you,” he muttered. “And we'd 
have to be quick. They’re due to blast 
off the mailbird pretty soon.” 

“Lead on, pal! You've just done 
yourself a favour!” 
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Con followed Beltsky out to the 
launch-pad, and climbed into the 
gantry elevator beside him. The eleva- 
tor purred upwards, to stop beside the 
entry-port in the rocket nosecone, which 
Beltsky opened. 

Con stepped in. “ Okay, buddy . . . 
you can go down now,” he told Beltsky. 
“T’ll only be a coupla minutes.” 

“ Sorry, mister. While you're here, I 
stay.” 

Con felt the palms of his hands 
beginning to sweat. “I said, go down, 
pal,” he said, meaningly. 

Now Beltsky had entered the nose- 
cone, too, and Con could see by his eyes 
that he was suspicious. “ Say, mister— 
just who are you, and what’s your 
game? Are you figuring on a little sabo- 
tage, or somethin’?” 

Con stepped close, and his fist, with- 
out warning, lashed up and slammed to 
the point of Beltsky’s jaw. The look of 
astonishment froze on the man’s face 
as he fell backwards and crashed to the 
floor of the nosecone. 

In the same instant, Con realised that 
the jar of Beltsky’s falling body had 
triggered off the sealing door. Both men 
were now prisoners in the nose of a 
rocket, about to blast off. 

Con laughed. “ Well, buddy, this is 
just the way I wanted it... tho’ I 
didn’t figure on anyone coming along 
to keep me company.” He spoke to 
Beltsky’s unconscious figure, and 
wondered how the man would take the 
rest of his plan, when he came round. 

“Oh, brother! My scoop story’s 
right in my pocket already! I can feel 
it! Once off this launch pad, this little 
old rocket ceases to be remote control! 
As soon as it’s outside the atmosphere, 
pow! I, Con Kelly, cut the engines!” 
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Con’s eyes wandered over the con- 
trol panel, for use when the rocket 
was on manual flight. 

“What’s more, when they’re cut, 
they can’t be re-started! In other words, 
we'll be marooned in space . . . drifting 
helplessly about . . . until International 
Rescue come up and get us! Imagine 
them . . . racing to bring back some 
poor nutty stowaway who accidentally 
pushed a button . . . and when they 
arrive my camera taking its photo- 
graphs, my little transmitter tossed into 
their Thunderbird! I always said I was 
a scheming genius!” 

Chuckling, Con Kelly lifted Beltsky 
on to one of the shock couches and 
strapped him in. Then he climbed on 
to the other, made himself comfortable, 
and settled down to wait. 


“T sure hope that guy doesn’t panic 
when he hears what I’m gonna do,” he 
said to himself, glancing across at his 
unwilling passenger. “But shucks, 
there’s no risk. The whole thing’s gonna 
be a piece of cake to an outfit like 
International Rescue!” 


CROSS the sea, on International 

Rescue’s nd headquarters, 
radar scanners were sweeping the skies 
for miles around. Jeff Tracy had 
ordered a top-security alert. 

There was no particular danger, but 
Brains was running open-air trials on 
the grabs he had installed on the space- 
craft, Thunderbird III, and Inter- 
national Rescue could not afford to 


allow any stray aircraft to pass over the 
area, perhaps to see what was going on. 

Alan Tracy sat at the controls of 
Thunderbird III, and operated the 
lever which extended the grabs. His 
craft was on the ground, completely 
immobile. He could see Brains obser- 
ving him from the cover of a thermo- 
glass blast-shield, fifty yards or so away 

glanced up at the sky, and waited. 
“ This is Scott. Thunderbird I about 
to make approach.” His brother’s voice 
came clearly over the air. 

“Go ahead, Scott,” said Alan 
“ Claws extended.” 

It was only possible to reach the sort 
of heat Brains wanted to focus on the 
grab-claws, by using the retro-jet in the 
belly of Thunderbird I, and Scott Tracy 
brought the super-aircraft down verti- 
cally, the jet blasting its white-hot flame. 

Alan could see him clearly now, and 
winced involuntarily as the blazing jet 
flashed for a split instant across the 
nosecone visor of Thunderbird III. 
“ Take her left, Scott . . . left. Now back 
a fraction . . . hold it!” 

The jet was blasting at full strength 
against one of the extended claws, 
while Thunderbird I hovered, inertly, 
no more than twenty feet above its 
sister ship. 

Now Alan Tracy turned his eyes 
towards the blast-screen, to watch 
Brains poring over his papers and plans. 
Suddenly, the scientist looked up, ex- 
tended his arms over his head, and 
waved them together and apart. 

“ That’s it, Scott,” said Alan. “ Back 
off and land!” 

Thunderbird I veered away from his 
vision, and Alan saw the tip of the grab- 
claw glowing whitely as the jet left it. 
It seemed incredible that the metal 
hadn’t melted away. 


Now Brains was by the side of Thun- 
derbird III, and Alan clambered down 
to join him. “ Well, Brains?” 

“Um, er It'll take at least five 
minutes to cool down enough for me 
to take a look,” said the scientist, blink- 
ing about him, and taking a look at his 
watch every few moments, as if to pass 
the time. 

At last he gave a satisfied grunt and 
climbed awkwardly up on to the super- 
structure of Thunderbird III. Alan 
could hear him muttering to himself as 
he checked the temperature and the 
attitude of the tested claw 

“It’s, um, it’s worked,” he said, at 
length. “ Yes, I think the metal will 
stand up to practically any heat with- 
out fusing now.” 

He jumped down to where Alan had 
been joined by Scott. Thunderbird I 
was now safely out of sight in its pen 
again. 

“That’s swell, Brains,” said Scott 


“You look pleased with yourself, too.” 

“Certainly,” confirmed their friend 
“You see, Scott, heat is one ‘of the 
major bugbears with any form of 
machinery. It can do so much damage. 
One may design a metal part to with- 
stand a fantastic degree of temperature, 
but if an occasion arises which subjects 
that metal to even a couple of degrees 
above the maximum, it fails.” 
“ This new metal you've used for the 
grab-claws, Brains wouldn’t it be an 
idea gradually to replace all our other 
equipment, piece by piece, in case of 
some emergency rescue involving super- 
high temperatures?” Alan looked at the 
scientist quizzically 

‘A long-term project, Alan,” said 
Brains. “ But one definitely worth bear- 
ing in mind. It is rare, however, to 
encounter anything too hot for our 
machinery. I don’t really, er, think that 
we need treat such a project as top- 
priority.” 
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“ Okay, Brains,” said the brothers 
together but neither of them 
dreamed that, before the week was out, 
the little scientist would have cause to 
eat some, if not all of his words! 


N the control tower at White Sands, 

the chief controller shot a quick look 
at his watch, and moved over to the 
launch console. “The mail must get 
through,” he grinned to his assistant 
“And here it goes!” 

Lazily, his assistant leaned on his 
desk and looked out to where the black 
rocket pointed skywards. He'd seen it 
all before, a hundred times. This was 
pure routine Five, four, three, two, 
one,” he intoned. “ Pow-eee!” 

The chief controller thumbed a but- 
ton, and a flash of fire showed for a 
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second at the base of the launch-tower 
Belching white smoke billowed out, 
and, imperceptibly at first, the slender 
rocket began to rise 

Then, even as the tail lifted clear of 
the launch-tower, it was obvious some- 
thing was wrong! “Look at it tilt!” 
The chief controller yelled excitedly and 
raced to his master instrument panel! 
“And heck . .. look at the gyro settings! 
They don’t match up with the weight!” 

His assistant jumped to his side 
“Whaddya mean, don’t match up? I 
checked "em out myself! Weight factor 
was one-fifty-five!” 

Well it sure isn’t one-fifty-five now! 
It’s one-sixty-three!” 

The assistant controller’s face had 
gone dead white. “ It was one-fifty-five. 
I swear it. I always check before and 
after setting the gyros!” 

The two men swung again to the 
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windows to watch the rocket wh 
instead of taking a directly vertical 
path, was describing a beautifully even 
curve, high in the sky. 

“You know what this means,” 
ground the chief controller. “ With the 
gyros being out of match with the 
weight, that rocket’s taking its own 
course. It’s going to curve down and 
smash into the earth . . . and blazes only 
knows just where!” 

Even as he spoke the man’s finger 
was hard down on the button of the 
all-stations emergency alarm. 


LISSFULLY ignorant of what was 
happening, Con Kelly felt the initial 
launching-shock begin to recede. He 
grinned broadly to himself, then let out 
a harsh laugh. “ Foolproof!” he con- 


gratulated himself. “Hey, Beltsky! 
You come round yet?” 

There was no answer from the other 
couch, and Con unstrapped his harness 
and went to look. He whistled in sur- 
prise. “* By heck, that must have been 
a real Irish-American punch!” 

At the control panel, Con had 
another look at the buttons. “ Radio. 
That can stay off until I’ve done the 
marooning job. Video-screen. May as 
well have that on. I like to see where 
I’m going.” Con’s thumb stabbed onc 
and the screen was instantly alive... 
terrifyingly alive! What Con saw made 
him freeze with panic-stricken horror. 
No empty sky, no wide-open horizon 
. .. but the map-outline of a continental 
land-mass, nearer by the second, as the 
rocket made its hurtling, downward 
plunge towards earth! 
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O hint of any impending tragedy 

showed itself on the sun-bathed 
lawns of International Rescue Head- 
quarters. Outside the luxurious but 
innocent-looking villa that served as the 
organisation’s headquarters, the Tracy 
family were occupying themselves with 
nothing more unusual than archery 
practice. 

It was typical of Jeff Tracy to insist 
upon such ancient, traditional sports. 
His theory was that a mind that be- 
comes too adapted to rely on machines 
and science, becomes incapable of tack- 
ling certain problems on its own. Even 
Brains had to agree with him, although 
archery wasn’t exactly in the scientist’s 
line. 

“You need a couple of computer 
dials lashed on to that bow,” laughed 
Virgil as Brains put an arrow into the 
trees beyond the target line. 

“ He'd be more like to put his arrows 
into orbit instead of just out of sight, 
in that case,” smiled Jeff. 

“T’ve had enough of the bow for 
one morning, anyway,” sighed Brains. 
“It's about time I got back to the 
laboratory. I'll see you later.” 

The men had been joined by Tin Tin, 
the Eurasian girl who was a member 
of the International Rescue team. Her 
almond eyes flashed as she picked up 
a bow, expertly strung it, and sent an 
arrow dead to the gold. 

“Tin Tin, you must have had an 
ancestor who was an expert bowman, 
and the skill’s passed down to you.” 
Scott Tracy spoke admiringly. Now he 
flexed his fingers and looked down at 
them with a wry smile. “I guess I’m 
the odd man out with archery,” he 
said. “ I’m lucky if I can get near the 
gold once in ten shots.” 

“But you can drop Thunderbird I 
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on any target, and I can’t,” smiled Tin 
Tin. “ Nobody can possess all the skills, 
Scott.” 

Scott reddened, but he little guessed 
how forcefully Tin Tin’s casual remark 
would come back to him in the not-so- 
distant future! 


Cours AMERICA is a hefty hunk 
of land-mass . . . half a continent 


on its own. But the fat end, where it 
joins the narrow thread of the Central 
American isthmus, is very easily recog- 
nisable from high above the earth, and 
Con Kelly could see from the video- 
screen just where the doomed rocket 
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was heading. Touch-down . . . or would 
it be blast-down . . . would happen 
somewhere in the western seaboard 
mountains. 

Whatever Con’s faults, lack of nerve 
wasn’t one of them. After the numbing, 
initial panic, his mind began to sort 
things out rationally. Every fraction of 
a second was precious, and he stag- 
gered to the control panel and snapped 
on the radio contact. 

There was no transmission, of course. 
Nobody at White Sands base had any 
idea that human beings were aboard 
the mail rocket. As far as they had 
worked out, there had been a simple 
error in weight calculation; nothing 
more. 

Now, as Con spoke rapidly into the 
transmitter, the airwaves remained 
silent for more than five further 
seconds. But this time the silence was 
one of incredulity . . . the chief con- 
troller at White Sands simply couldn’t 
believe what he heard. 

“ Who—who’s that? What’s going 
on?” At last, the cracking voice of the 
controller came through. 

“ There's no time to explain, mister.” 
Con’s voice was harsh and grating. 
“This is Con Kelly, Continental 
Liberator . . . and there’s one of your 
guys, called Beltsky, with me. Never 
mind the story . . . you've got to tell 
me how to juggle these instruments and 
get us out of this dive!” 

“You can’t control that rocket from 
in there! The whole thing’s automatic. 
When you reach a certain low level, 
retro-rockets are photo-triggered. 
They'll slow you down and bring you in 
to land. But it depends on where you're 
headed what the touch-down’s going to 
be like! Listen carefully. Switch on the 
video-screen and tell me what you see.” 


“It’s on. And I can see South 
America. The—the mountains . . . ” 
Con licked his lips, anxiously . 

“Then you're for it, buddy. You're 
playing a game of darts with yourself, 
and you'd better pray your bull’s-eye’s 
gonna be a nice, open valley. If it is, 
you'll step out in one piece. You touch 
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down on a mountainside, and you'll 
roll till you pop!” 

The chief controller cut contact for 
a brief moment. Then he was back. 
“T've sent a call out to Mountain 
Rescue. Meanwhile, I’ve got you on the 
tracker, and I'll report your landfall. 
Strap yourself into your couch, and 


wait. Keep your fingers crossed.” 

Con did as he was told. He could 
still see the video-screen from where 
he lay and he watched the mountains 
coming nearer and nearer. Suddenly, he 
felt the rocket jerk as the automatic 
retro-engines blasted into life. He closed 
his eyes and kept them shut tight! 

The blood rushed into his head as 
engines and gyros slewed the huge craft 
clean about and hauled the rate of de- 
scent down further and further to 
almost zero speed. 

The reverse tele-scanner had come 
into play, and Con opened his eyes just 
in time to see the exact spot upon which 
the rocket was about to land. It wasn’t 
in a flat easy valley . . . but neither was 
it on a treacherous, sloping mountain- 
side. 

The retro-jets were blasting straight 
into the dish-shaped cavity, more than 
a hundred yards across, at the very 
summit of a black, ugly-looking moun- 
tain. The crater of a volcano . . . at best, 
extinct; but at worst .. . 

Con’s teeth ground together as he 
felt the tail of the rocket touch down. 
Then, the picture on the video-screen 
slewed sideways, and he knew the huge 
space-transporter was heeling over! 
Which way? Over the lip? Into the 
centre of the crater? 

There was a sliding motion . . . jerky 

. as though the rocket was being 
winched down by a colossal machine. 
Then the shuddering crash as it landed 
on its side, amidst a shower of black 
lava dirt and chunks of broken rock. 
The retro-rockets, blasting flame, gave 
one final bellow and cut out. 

Amazingly, the video-screen was still 
glowing , , , but the picture it showed 
brought Con Kelly from his couch with 
a terrified yell. In the surrounding 


crater great fissures were opening . . . 
fissures of crimson fire and black, 
menacing smoke! 

In the same instant that he realised 
the doorway to the nosecone was on the 
underside of the crashed rocket, and 
totally unopenable, Con heard a low 
groan from Beltsky, still strapped into 
his couch. 


“Wha .. . what’s happening .. . 
where... 2?” 
* Take it easy, Beltsky. I didn’t bar- 


gain for this! I didn’t mean to get you 
into this jam!” Con realised he was 
babbling and he quickly took control 
of himself. As calmly as he could, he 
told the ashen-faced Beltsky what had 
happened. 

“But... but why? What was your 
idea, for pete’s sake? I just can’t 
figure . 

“ Listen, Beltsky, if everything had 
gone to plan I’d have been on the way 
to my scoop . . . the inside story on 
Thunderbirds! But it didn’t. For me, 


this is just the bad luck of the game. . . 
but you've gotta believe me! I didn’t 
bargain on you . 

“Save the sympathy, mister. That 
won't get us out of this!” 

Suddenly, a new voice broke into the 
rocket. The chief controller at White 
Sands, scarcely more than a sickly 
whisper . . . 

“You're in trouble, Kelly . . . bad 
trouble. And your fooling, I’ve just 
heard you telling Beltsky the story, 
hasn’t only landed you in a jam. Your 
rocket’s fallen into what was a dormant 
volcano. It hadn’t been active for fifty 
years .. . until you blasted the crust to 
pieces!” 

“We'll fry! We'll fry!” Kelly 
gripped the frame of the radio and 
screamed into the transmitter. 

“Cut it out and listen!” The con- 
troller was louder, angrier. “ There are 
three villages down on that mountain- 
side, Kelly, and when that crater boils 
over, four hundred people are going to 
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be in danger of losing their lives. All of 
*em are going to lose their homes.” 

Con Kelly caught Beltsky’s eye, and 
quickly avoided it again. On the video- 
screen, a carpet of flaming, molten lava 
was already creeping up and up, climb- 
ing the sides of the rocket. 

“Here’s what we're going to do, 
Kelly.” It was the controller again. 
“Mountain rescue squads are already 
on their way to the three villages. They 
have to travel through dense jungle to 
make it. When they’re through, they'll 
see what they can do for you, though 
heaven knows how we'll get any equip- 
ment up there, and what we'll do with 
it, even if we can get close!” 

“But the heat... the lava... 
roared Kelly, desperately. 

“Your rocket’s built to withstand 
the heat of exit and entry out of and 
into the earth’s atmosphere. You've got 
nothing to worry about.” 

Beltsky moved across and elbowed 
Con Kelly out of the way. He leaned 
towards the transmitter and spoke 
quietly, urgently, into it. 

“Hello, Control, this is Beltsky. 
Maybe Kelly’s got nothing to beef 
about, and I wouldn’t care if he had 
. . . but if you check my cards, you'll 
see something about my heart com- 
plaint. I have to take pills every hour 
on the hour . . . or it’s curtains. Right 
now, my pills are in the pocket of my 
overalls . . . and my overalls are hang- 
ing on a hook in the White Sands staff- 
room!” 


EVERAL hundred miles above the 
earth, in silent orbit, the space- 
station Thunderbird V was a singly- 
manned listening post for signals and 
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messages coming in from all over the 
earth. In the midst of the complex 
machinery under his care, Gordon 
Tracy stood listening to the conversa- 
tions between the chief controller at 
White Sands and the conventional 


mountain rescue team in South 
America. 
“There’s no doubt about it . . . this 


is a job for us. The sooner Dad knows 
about this situation the better.” 

In seconds, the colossal gap between 
the space-station and the earth had been 
bridged, and the eyes on the portrait of 
Gordon Tracy, in International Rescue 
headquarters, were flashing on and off. 

Jeff Tracy pressed the button which 
swivelled the innocent-looking penstand 
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on his desk to reveal a microphone. 
“ Go ahead, Gordon,” he said. 

The portrait immediately became a 
live tele-cast 

“A rocket has crashed into the crater 
of a dormant volcano, father. The 
rocket’s brought the volcano to life. 
Native villages are menaced, but a 
mountain rescue squad is taking care of 
that. The rocket’s the trouble. There 
are two men trapped inside I know 
nothing about them, except that one 
has a heart condition, and must have 
tablets if he’s to stay alive. Contact 
White Sands Main Control for further 
details.” 

“ Well done, Gordon 
way.” 

Jeff Tracy turned to Scott. “ Looks 
like Thunderbird I’s pigeon, for a start, 
Scott. Get moving, son, and check us 
out when you've radioed White Sands.” 

“Right, father.” Scott was already 
gripping the part of the revolving 
lounge wall which rotated to put him 
on Thunderbird I’s entry slide. 

Within moments he was sitting at the 
controls, clad in the metal-blue uniform 
only worn on operations. The entry 
door slid shut behind him, and the 


We're on our 
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rocket began to slide gracefully down 
its chute, towards the firing pad 

In the grounds of the island villa, the 
entire basin of a blue swimming pool 
began to rumble to one side, leaving a 
cavity in which the nosecone of Thun- 
derbird I could just be seen. 

Then, with a sudden roaring blast, 
the tail-rockets of the ninety-foot rescue 
craft spat it into the sky, to be instantly 
lost against the glare of the sun 

Scott worked the handles on each 
arm of his pivoting seat, and reported : 
“ Changing to horizontal flight.” 

Then he switched to direct 
communication with White Sands. 

“Am I glad to hear your voice!” The 
chief controller at the spaceport came 
through loud and clear. “I've been 
trying to get hold of your call sign from 
everyone I know! I guess you've heard 
the news, then?” 

“Certainly, White Sand Control 
But fill me in on the whole story, will 
you?” 

Three minutes later, Scott Tracey re- 
layed the full information back to his 
father. 

“T'll need the heavy recovery equip- 
ment, and tell Virgil to select Pod 5 
And father it seems that one of the 
guys in this crashed rocket is a news- 
hound who's set himself up to crack 
our secret. Any special instructions?” 

There was a pause before Jeff Tracy’s 
voice crackled back over the radio 
* You'll have to play it by ear, Scott 
Even if this newshound was on his own, 
we couldn't leave him to burn. Just 
make sure he gets nothing nothing 
at all.” 7 

“F.A.B.,” retorted Scott 
to me 


radio 


“ Leave it 
Now first, I’m stopping off at 
White Sands to pick up tablets for the 
other man, Beltsky. My estimated time 


of arrival at the volcano is thirty-five 
minutes.” 

“ How does that tie in with Beltsky’s 
need for his pills?” came back Jeff’s 
voice. 

“Tt seems that Beltsky took tablets 
just before Kelly, the newshound, 
shanghaied him, father,” replied Scott. 
“ Their rocket was in flight for exactly 
ten minutes. If Virgil takes Thunder- 
bird II out now, he should be there at 
the same time as me. That gives us 
exactly fifteen minutes before Beltsky 
needs to take another pill.” 

“Virgil’s already mobilising,” radioed 
Jeff. “ But boy, you're really going to 
need some luck!” 

“No, father. Beltsky’s going to need 
the luck. Listening out.” 


EFORE Jeff had finished his first 

question to Scott, Virgil had moved 
to the big wall picture of the rocket, in 
the headquarters lounge. He lay against 
it, and pivoted on its central axis until 
it swung him back through a hundred 
and ten degrees. 

As his feet reached a point higher 
than his head, he slid backwards down 
the delivery chute that led to the entry 
port of Thunderbird II, the big, green, 
heavy-recovery craft. 

Once at the controls and in his uni- 
form, Virgil pressed the button which 
brought Thunderbird II up on its tele- 
scopic legs. Then the line of “ pods *— 
the huge rescue equipment containers 
—began to move beneath the belly of 
his craft. 


Pod 5 slid into position, and stopped. 
Virgil released the telescopic collapse, 
and Thunderbird II settled over the 
pod. Now the face of a cliff below the 
house opened out and a line of dummy 
palm trees dipped on their backs to give 
Thunderbird II a clear access to its 
launch-ramp, a disguised platform sunk 
into the ground. As the fantastic 
machine settled over it, it tilted up auto- 
matically and an exhaust door opened 
behind it. 

With a flash and a roar, Thunderbird 
II was off. The race to rescue Kelly and 
Beltsky had begun! 


N the landing area at White Sands, 

the Chief Controller stood white- 

faced and anxious as he watched Thun- 

derbird I lift off and hurtle back into 

the sky. He had handed Scott Tracy the 

pills from Beltsky’s overalls only 
seconds before. 
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“ There’s so little time,” he muttered 
to himself. “ But that guy didn’t even 
waste a split instant!” 

From his controls in Thunderbird I, 
Scott opened direct radio communica- 
tion with the volcano-trapped men for 
the first time. Their signals were faint, 
for the heat of the fire around them was 
playing havoc with the airwaves. 

“Beltsky. This is International 
Rescue! Can you hear me, Beltsky? 
Come in please!” 

“1 can hear you.” Beltsky’s voice 
was tense and strained. “ Listen, buddy 

. can you get us out of this? Kelly 
here says you can!” 

“We can only try. And if Kelly can 
hear me, too, then he’d better know that 
we're wise to his trick.” 

Now Kelly’s high-pitched voice 


crackled over the radio. “ Forget the 
scoop! Forget it! All I want to do is 
live . . . do you hear me? Live!” 
Scott cut the contact and got back to 
Headquarters. 


International Rescue 
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“Go ahead, Scott,” came his father’s 
voice. 

“ Beltsky’s still okay, father,” said 
Scott. “ But it sounds like Kelly’s crack- 
ing up. Things may turn out more diffi- 
cult than ever if he loses control com- 
pletely.” 

Scott’s instruments told him that he 
was rapidly approaching the rescue 
zone. He eased the controls forward, 
putting Thunderbird I into a steep 
descent. Now he could see the South 
American coast, the mountains . . . and 
there, on the far horizon, the drifting 
pall of smoke from the volcano. 

“I’m making my approach, father. 
Touch-down in forty seconds . . . thirty- 
five ... thirty...” 

The rock-strewn slopes of the 
volcano rushed up to meet him as he 
triggered the blast of his retro-jet. He 
made out the line of the jungle below 
the mountain, the running fire of lava 
streams surging down towards it. . . 
and there, through the smoke, the dot- 
ted houses of a native village. 

“I'm coming down by the mountain 
rescue team. I can see them at work 
now!” Scott saw one or two of them 
spare a quick glance upwards as he 
came in. But they were obviously 
occupied to the full with evacuating the 
terror-stricken natives and their scanty 
belongings. 

Thunderbird I lay inert on the side 
of the volcano, a shimmering heat-haze 
rising from its engines, to be instantly 
lost in the other, far greater heat-haze 
from the ground itself. The tempera- 
ture was close to being unbearable. 

The noise, too, was appalling. The 
shriek of the villagers, the violent roar- 
ing of the mountain above, the crash 
and clatter of straining rocks and tear- 
ing ground. A man with a red-cross 


armband came leaping across the slope 
towards Thunderbird I. 

“ You're on your own, feller! I hope 
you know that! I can’t spare a single 
man from my team to give you a 
hand!” 

“Don’t worry, friend,” Scott was re- 
assuring. “ Anything we have to do, 
we've got to do it ourselves. My 
brother’s on the way with the big equip- 
ment, anyhow.” 

Even as he spoke, Scott heard the 
sound of Thunderbird II, carried 
clearly across the general din. He looked 
up in time to see the huge green aircraft 
blasting to touchdown. 

“ How long do you reckon before the 
area’s clear of the inhabitants?” Scott 
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turned to the man with the armband 
again. 

“We're nearly through. But the 
lava’s already got to some of them. No 
fatalities, but there’s going to be a 
hectic time rushing burn cases to the 
nearest city.” 

“ Okay. We'll leave you to it.” Now 
Scott turned and ran to where Virgil 
Tracy was clambering from Thunder- 
bird IL. 

“ We've got .. .” Scott glanced at his 
watch ... “exactly fourteen minutes 
to get to Beltksy, Virgil. Run out the 
heavy recovery tractors, and make sure 
the electro-magnetic lines are ready to 
fire. I'm going to get into a cool-suit 
and take a close look at the situation.” 


Scott scrambled back into Thunder- 
bird I and put on the infra-cold tem- 
perature suit that could resist even the 
heat of a blast furnace. Then he strap- 
ped on a personal jet-pack and opened 
a hatch at the top of the nosecone. A 
touch of a lever on the jet pack and the 
small rockets behind him burst into life, 
shooting him out like a living missile, 
and upwards, across the face of the 
flaming lava, towards the roaring 
mouth of the volcano. ; 

The pit that yawned beneath him was 
liquid white. Great chunks of blazing 
rock fountained out towards him, and 
the blast of searing air threatened to 
toss him up like a ping-pong ball on a 
fairground fountain, but slowly the 
pressure of his jets took him down, 
down, and into that fearful inferno. 

The rocket was there, wedged solidly 
against the iron rocks of the volcano 
chimney, half submerged in molten lava 
and glowing with heat. It seemed im- 
possible that anything, even with atmo- 
sphere-entry heat resistance, could sur- 
vive such a fantastic roasting. 

Scott couldn’t feel the heat, within 
his suit. But the thermo-glass of his 
visor had taken on the blue tinge in- 
duced by super-scale temperatures. The 
needle on the coil thermometer built 
into his sleeve showed way up to the 
red mark of maximum safety level. 

“ How are you feeling, Beltsky? I’m 
right outside the rocket.” Scott spoke 
into the fixed-wave radio link he’d pre- 
set. 

Again Beltsky’s voice was strained, 
but in control. “ I’m okay, feller . . . but 
I don’t mind telling you I’m scared. 
Those tablets . . .” 

“T’ve got "em with me, Beltsky . . . 
but, of course, I can’t get them through 
to you. Listen. We're going to try and 
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drag your rocket clear. It isn’t too far 
down so it shouldn’t be so tough. We 
should make it just in time for your 
dose. How’s Kelly?” 

Beltsky paused, before he answered. 
“ He—he’s sitting on the take-off couch. 
He hasn’t spoken a word for minutes. 
He’s like he’s in a trance . . .” 

“ Listen again, Beltsky.” Scott’s voice 
was urgent. “If he does anything, hit 
him. Just make sure he doesn’t go to 
pieces and do anything cra If we 
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manage to hoist the rocket off its back, 
for example . . . he may go haywire and 
open the entry port. If he does, you 
know what'll happen.” 

Scott turned his jets, and rose from 
the blazing mouth of the volcano again. 
Below the lip he saw the two caterpillar- 
tracked recovery tractors drawn up, the 
one with Virgil at the controls, the 
other remotely guided. The nozzles of 
their magnetic-line guns were pointed 
upwards. 

Scott landed beside the control cabin 
of recovery tractor I. “ We can’t get a 
clear shot from anywhere, Virgil,” he 
said. ““ You'll just have to touch off the 
line release, and I’ll carry the magne- 
tic'contact plates down to the rocket.” 

“F.A.B., Scott,” said Virgil, and 
thumbed the button. There were jets of 
smoke from the guns mounted on each 
side of the two vehicles, and powerful 
magnetic-grabs anchored to super- 
stress cable shot out and landed 
amongst the rocks. 

Quickly Scott gathered them together 
and began his return flight to the crest 
of the mountain. Again, the roaring in- 
ferno and the struggle to beat the hot- 
air blast. 

Scott clamped the plates against the 
hull of the rocket and came back to 
hover over the very lip of the crater. 
His arm waved in a signal to Virgil, 
below. 

The lines, already sinking into the 
lava beneath him, began to tauten. 
Then suddenly they slackened off and a 
quick glance behind him showed that 
the plates had already come free of the 
rocket! 

In seconds he was back with Virgil. 
“The plates aren’t holding. The mag- 
netism seems to be having no effect. Is 
everything okay down here?” 
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“ Perfect.” Virgil was mystified. 
“We'd better flash through to Brains 
right away.” 

Precious seconds ticked away as 
Thunderbird II radioed back to the 
island headquarters. Their scientist 
friend was not reassuring either. His 
precise, stammering message was 
loaded with anxiety. 

“Ordinary magnets won’t work on 
hot surfaces,” he said. “Mine, er, over- 
come that difficulty . . . but only to a 
certain extent. The heat in the crater 
must be strong enough to neutralise the 
magnetic link. There’s, um, nothing . . . 
nothing you can do.” 

Scott and Virgil exchanged nervous 
glances. Was this the sign that, for the 
first time, International Rescue would 
fail? 


N the nose-cone of the fire-surrounded 

rocket Beltsky looked at his watch. 
Every movement of the second hand 
took him nearer to danger-point. 
Already he could feel his heart hammer- 
ing within his chest, the sure signal that 
the time for his tablets was drawing 
near. 

He glanced over towards Con Kelly, 
who sat, head sunk in his hands, per- 
fectly immobile. Then the newspaper- 
man lifted his face, and Beltsky saw 
with relief that the recent wave of utter 
panic had, for the moment, passed. 

“What . . . what’s going on now, 
Beltsky?” Con Kelly licked his dry lips. 
“It’s like I’ve been in a horrible night- 


mare . . . I can’t recall what's hap- 
pened! ...:.” 
“We're still in that nightmare, 


Kelly.” Beltsky ground out the words. 


“ They've attempted . . . they’ve failed. 
I don’t know what they’re doing now. 
Why don’t you write it all down? It’s 
your story, remember?” 

“Yeah. Yeah ... my story... what 
a fantastic story it’s gonna make! ‘I 
was in a volcano . . . and lived’... 
Yeah!” Kelly’s eyes were glinting 
dangerously again, and Beltsky moved 
his hand across to the thick metal bar 
he’d unscrewed from the rocket’s con- 
trol seat. 


“ That title’s nonsense, Kelly é 
Beltsky, evenly. ““ We haven't got out 
yet and, by my reckoning, we ain’t 
going to.” 

The newshound grinned, wildly 
“ You're kidding! International Rescue 

they can do it! I know they can 
do it! Do you think I’d have ever 
started this in the first place if I didn’t 
know that?” 

Beltsky shook his head, hopelessly, as 
he watched the thick spread of blazing 
lava on the video-screen 

Outside, on the slopes of the volcano, 
Scott and Virgil were in the mobile 
laboratory that was part of the equip- 
ment within Thunderbird II’s Pod 5. 
On a screen in front of them the face 
of Brains stared out. This was a direct 
radio-video link with the scientist back 
at base 

“What can we do?” Scott sounded 
desperate. “ We've got the mole . 

Virgil was ready to mobilise the revo- 
lutiona: burrowing machine that 
could dig through the rock and take 
them to the rocket’s side. 

“Um—the mole, Scott.” Brains 
shook his head doubtfully. “It, er, 
won't withstand such heat. Well, that 
is... it might. . . but I think it would 
be doubtful.” 

“ Surely if there’s the barest chance 
said Scott. 

“ There’s got to be an answer’ some- 
where,” countered Brains. “‘ Look, isn’t 
the first thing to gain time? Beltsky 
must have, um, nearly had it. Hold the 
bottle his tablets are in up to the scan- 
ner and let me see it.” 

Scott did as the scientist asked. Brains 
peered at the label, making copious 
notes. “ Yes. Ah! One of the tri-prac- 
tamaline drugs. This indicates to me 
that his condition must be in the nature 
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of a sub-muscular breakdown . . .” The 
scientist’s voice trailed off into a mutter. 
He took off his glasses and wiped them, 
carefully. 

“People, um, suffering from such a 
complaint pass into a coma if they fail 
to take these tablets, Scott. but in 
certain cases they can be revived by an 
injection of an actual inorganic chemi- 
cal compound. Then, immediate 
administration of the tablets can some- 
times be enough to effect complete 
recovery.” 

“How do we get this compound? 


Can we have it here in time, Brains?” 
Now it was Virgil. 

“No. Being unstable, it has to be 
made and administered practically on 
the spot. But don’t worry . . . there are 
materials in the laboratory around you 
that will make it up. You're going to 
have to listen very carefully, and um. 
pay particular attention to the weights 
and measures I give you.” 

“ But the time. While we're making 
up this stuff, we're still getting no closer 
to a rescue procedure,” groaned Virgil. 
“What good is it going to do us if we 
can’t even get near poor Beltsky?” 

Brains had vanished from the screen 
now, but his voice was still coming 
over. He was busy at the huge computer 
in his own workroom, the computer 
that could solve so many diverse pro- 
blems. 


ke the locker on the left of your 
workbench,” he said, “and get ou 
bottles of the following chemicals.” 
Scott obeyed and was soon measuring 
and mixing the amounts Brains read 
over. 

“Only one more thing to do, er, 
Scott,” said the scientist. “ Put what 
you've made into a hermaseal flask, 
and at the same time take another flask 
and put into it five grains of Penta- 
sodium Thaluate. Have you got that?” 

“ F.A.B., Brains. What now?” 

“When and if you eventually reach 
Beltsky, quickly pour the contents of 
one flask into the other, then take five 
c.c.s of the mixture and inject into his 
arm, at the joint. The chemicals, 
according to the computer, will remain 
stable as long as the two flasks are kept 
apart.” 

The scientist's voice kept going. 
“And Scott .. . your father has come 
up with a theory that might just effect 
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a possible rescue operation. It’s fantas- 
tic, and dangerous, but it’s just 
possible.” 

Brains was rapidly sketching on a 
piece of paper now. At last he held it 
up for Scott and Virgil to see, over the 
video link. 

“ This is, er, how the inside of a vol- 
cano works,” he stammered. “ See how 
the lava rises through channels, from far 
below the earth. The point is, the lava 
at that level isn’t actually blazing. There 
can be no fierce fire without air to sup- 
port it. I want you to use the infra-X 
scanner to take an internal picture of 
the volcano and determine the exact 
position of these rising columns of 
lava, Scott.” 

“F.A.B., Brains. Virgil’s already 
setting up the equipment. He'll have a 
picture in two minutes.” 

Soon the picture was there...a 
fantastic cross-section of the mountain, 
with the lava-ducts clearly shown. 

“Now, Scott—you're going to have 
to take the mole and tunnel into the 
mountain, to a point exactly central be- 
tween the main rising ducts. Is that 
clear? When you’ve done that, reverse 
out, and let Virgil into the tunnel. He 


will, um, undoubtedly have to wear a 
cool-suit. He must lay ten G-strength 
charges at the end of the tunnel and 
detonate them.” 

The two brothers from International 
Rescue were already on their way. 
Scott, at the controls of mole, manceu- 
vred the vehicle from the doors of Pod 
5, and immediately operated the 
hydraulic lift that tilted the screw- 
cutter on the machine’s nose into a 
practically vertical position. Virgil was 
at the controls in Thunderbird II, 
climbing into his protective suit, and 
controlling Scott’s direction by means 
of the infra-X scanner. 

“ Ready to go, Virgil,” came Scott’s 
voice over the radio. 

“ Straight down, Scott,” replied Vir- 
gil. “ Angle forty-three degrees, and 
hold course of point-five.” 

The screw at the nose of the mole 
began to revolve, and showers of dirt 
and rock began to spray as the cutters 
bit into the mountainside. Gradually 
the whole slender shape of the mole 
slid from its angled ramp and dis- 
appeared. 

“Tt’s tough going, Virgil. I’m up 
against basalt rock all the way!” 
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“Keep her moving, Scott. Change 
course two degrees right . . . hold it! 
Give me a penetration reading every 
five seconds.” 

At last Virgil called Scott to halt. 
“ That’s it! You’re right on the mark! 
Now reverse out . . . I’m breaking radio 
contact to get the charges and come 
on in.” 

The reverse drive on mole took the 
machine backwards along its tunnel 
until it backed out and on to the ramp 
again. As Scott came clear of the sur- 
face he saw Virgil, in his heavy white 
suit, go sprinting into the tunnel mouth, 
his hands full of black, box-like charges 
and a coil of fusing wire around his 
shoulders. 

While his brother was busy laying 
the explosives Scott re-established con- 
tact with the men in the rocket, far 
above them in the boiling crater. 

“Can you hear me, Beltsky? How 
are you holding out?” 

Beltsky was weak. There were long 
pauses between words, and Scott could 
even hear the rasping of his breath. “I 
sure need those tablets. It’s so hard to 
breathe. I’ve been keeping dead still . . . 
it may just give me those few extra 
minutes . . .” 

Now it was Con Kelly’s voice. 
“ Hurry it up, you guys! The strain up 
here’s terrible . . . I can’t stand it much 
longer! What are you doing? Can you 
help us? Can you?” 

“We've pulled out every stop in the 
book,” said Scott, quietly. “ You'd 
better just sit back and keep hoping. 
And meanwhile get a grip of yourself. 
If you go off the rails it’s going to take 
a team of doctors to help you. There 
won't be anything International Rescue 
can do.” 

At that moment Virgil re-appeared 


at the tunnel entrance. He rejoined 
Scott in the mole. “Take her back 
down to Thunderbird II, Scott. They’re 
all set to blow when I touch the 
button.” 

Scott and Virgil returned to the re- 
covery craft and went back into the 
laboratory. There, they spoke again to 
Brains, patiently waiting at his end of 
the video-link. 

“We're all ready to blast, Brains,” 
said Scott. “ What’s the next thing on 


“Um—just radio those guys in the, 
er, rocket, Scott,” returned the scientist. 
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“They have a right to know what we 
plan to do. Tell them to hang on with 
both hands and hold their breaths. 
When Virgil presses that button, the 
equivalent of twenty tons of explosive 
are going to blow the middle out of 
that mountain, and Beltsky and Kelly 
are right on top of the whole works!” 


ELTSKY never heard Scott’s mess- 
age. A second previously his eyes 
had closed, and he had keeled slowly 


over to slip off the couch and sprawl 
on the floor. He was still breathing, but 
the colour of his skin was a waxy 
yellow and the final coma had already 
begun. 

Kelly heard the message, as he 
crouched frantically over the fallen 
man. But the awful possibility of it all, 
the knowledge that he was sitting on 
top of an enormous bomb, didn’t seem 
to sink in. All he could babble as he 
strapped Beltsky on to his couch and 
began to do the same for himself was: 
“You've got to succeed . . . please 
succeed! If Beltsky dies, they could 
have me for murder!” 

Ashen-faced, Kelly lay back and 
chewed his lips till they were sore. 


“TJ ET her go, Virgil, and cross your 

fingers!” Scott's eyes were glued 
on the face of the mountain in front of 
them as Virgil drew a deep breath and 
pressed the detonator button on his 
remote firing box. 

The ground shuddered as though a 
giant hammer had struck it. Every part 
of Thunderbird II sang with the im- 
mense vibration, and far above a roar- 
ing column of smoke, fire, lava, and 
rock blew skyhigh from the mouth of 
the crater. Ashes, dust, and dirt fell in 
a black snowstorm all around them, as 
the shattering thunder of the blast 
numbed their eardrums and seemed to 
penetrate every pore of their bodies. 

Aboard the rocket, Kelly had heard 
it, and seen it in the fractional moment 
before the video-screen actually cut 
dead . . . the roaring funnel of flame 
that shot upwards and past the rocket, 
blowing everything before it in an 
almighty holocaust. Then, in the 
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moment before he blacked out, he was 
conscious of a sickening sensation of 
falling, and the rocket turning end over 
end as it plunged down and down .. . 

“The result? What’s the result?” It 
was Brains, coming over again in the 
laboratory of Thunderbird II. “ Virgil! 
You must take another infra-X picture, 
at once!” 

“F.A.B., Brains, I’m on my way!” 
Virgil switched over the machine again. 
In two minutes he was back with the 
photograph. 

“Perfect!” exclaimed Brains, as it 
was held up for him to see. “ Look! 
The explosion has blown a huge, central 
shaft up the middle of the volcano, just 
as I hoped it would! The lava is now 
boiling up that shaft in one huge, single 
column!” 

“But, Brains!” Scott was incredu- 
lous. “ Look at the rocket . . . look at 
it! It’s fallen down that central shaft, 
and it’s sunk into the lava! It’s com- 
pletely buried in molten rock, more 
than five hundred feet down!” 

Brains smiled patiently. “ Scott—the 
only factor we were bothered about 
with the magnetic equipment was the 
intense heat of the blazing surface . . . 
right? Down there, even though the 
lava is heat-molten, the temperature 
should be such that the magnetic grips 
will hold!” 

Virgil and his brother looked at each 
other, dubiously. “So we're going to 
have to drill again in the mole, and 
tunnel through to the actual lava core? 
Is that it?” 

“ That’s it! The inrush of air will be 
prevented by the actual body of mole, 
and thus the lava will not ignite.” 
Brains sounded confident, but Scott 
wasn’t quite ready to share the feeling. 

“Look, Brains,” he said. “ There are 


quite a few questions and problems 
about this that strike me...” 

“T’'ve thought of them all, Scott! 
Trust me,” said Brains, rather testily. 
“Now look—time is still of extreme 
importance . . . so let’s, er, get started 

. . and I'll guide you by radio as we 
go along.” 

For the second time that day, Scott 
sat at the controls of mole, waiting. 
Beside him Virgil stood, again clad in 
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the protective cool-suit that could defy 
such fantastic temperatures. 

“Before you start, Scott,” came 
Brain’s voice, “see that two of the 
electro-magnetic firing guns are taken 
from one of the recovery-tractors. 
Mount them on the brackets just behind 
mole’s screw. Now, set the screw- 
blades for maximum cutting width, and 
tunnel to the course I shall give you.” 
(Brains was working from the latest 
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infra-X picture, still in position in front 
of the telescanner in Thunderbird II.) 
“Virgil will take the control recovery 
tractor, and follow you in. Is that 
clear?” 

“ F.A.B., Brains. We're ready to go.” 

The mole dipped and began its bite 
into the rock. Soon it had disappeared 
from sight, and Virgil ground the 
engines of the powerful recovery tractor 


into life. It was a tight squeeze, but the 
vehicle just cleared the gaping maw of 
the tunnel. In the glare of his head- 
lamps he could see the tail of mole 
ahead, and the steady crunch of hewn 
rock beneath his caterpillar tracks gave 
him an idea of the slow but steady speed 
they were making. 

On open radio, Virgil, Scott and 
Brains were all permanently in contact 
with one another, as though they were 
all sitting in the same room. They were 
also linked to the cabin of the buried 
rocket . . . but there was no sound from 
the trapped men at all. Beltsky, cer- 
tainly was unconscious, if nothing 
worse. Kelly was either senseless or in 
a dead faint. . . or perhaps even the 
transmission system had finally broken 
down. 

“Speed is plus point two-five,” said 
Scott. “ Direction, two-zero.” 
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“Good,” said Brains. “ Keep it at 
that. You should break through to the 
lava core at a spot where the rocket 
nose is resting against the wall of the 
shaft. We—um, we have to be so accu- 
rate about this, it’s almost incredible.” 

At last Scott felt the tip of mole’s 
screw strike something even harder 
than the basalt rock around him. 

“T’m through!” he roared into the 
radio. 

“Then cut motors! Cut at once!” 
yelled Brains. “ If you push the rocket 
away from the shaft wall, the lava will 
cut you off from it!” 

As more instructions came through 
from Brains, Scott backed mole a few 
feet in the tunnel, then switched on the 
powerful lamps to see what he had 
achieved. 

“TI can see the hole I’ve made, 
Brains! It’s about the size of a man’s 


a a 
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head! And I can see the metal of the 
rocket in it!” 

“ Right,” said Brains. “Now fire 
your two magnetic lines through to the 
rocket hull!” 

“You're kidding, Brains!” Scott 
sounded incredulous. “ Those lines are 
designed to be fired at large surfaces! 
There’s nothing to aim them at through 
an opening that small!” 

“Oh... ah, yes. I'd forgotten for the 
moment. That was one of the snags that 
I'd worked out,” said Brains. “ You'll 
have to manceuvre mole laterally, and 
aim them, as it were, by hand.” 

Scott whistled through his teeth, but 
said nothing. He depressed the firing 
button and let go a test shot. It was well 
wide. 

“Retracting lines for a second 
attempt,” he said grimly. “ Manceuvr- 
ing mole one degree left.” 

He fired again. It was still wide. 

“It’s as though I’m sitting inside 
some giant bow and arrow,” he said 
aloud . . . and immediately remembered 
what Tin Tin had said to him... 
was it only that morning? 

“Huh. I’m the guy who can only 
get an arrow near the gold once in ten 
shots,” he said with a humourless 
laugh. “ And I pull a job like this. Here 
goes again.” 

Three, four times Scott tried to get 
the lines into position. But it was still 
no good. 

Then, when he could feel the sweat 
breaking out on the palms of his hands, 
the fifth attempt went home! 

“I made it! They’re on. . . and” 
(he cautiously tested the pull) “ they’re 
holding full strength! What next, 
Brains?” 

“This is for Virgil,” replied the 


scientist. “He must fire his magnetic 
lines to grip the rear of mole.” 

“F.A.B., Brains,” came Virgil's 
voice. “ They're fired.” 

“Now,” continued Brains. “ Your 
combined pull may shift the rocket and 
draw it clear.” 

“Full reverse engaged,” said Scott, 
and heard Virgil repeat his exact words. 
The lines drew bowstring taut, and the 
motors of mole and the recovery tractor 
filled the tunnel with screaming sound. 

Moments ticked sickeningly by, and 
neither machine moved. The tractor’s 
caterpillars ground the rocks beneath 
them to powder, but to no effect. “ It’s 
no good, Brains! The basalt’s too hard 
for the rocket to break through,” 
groaned Scott. 


“ Then there’s only one course left,” 
said the scientist. “Er, retain your 


magnetic contact with the rocket, 
Scott, but reel out line, and reverse from 
tunnel. Virgil, you go first.” 

The two brothers backed their 
machines out and on to the mountain- 
side again, and listened for the next part 
of the plan. 

“More charges, Virgil . . . and this 
is the really tricky part, where we cut 
our chances down to something like 
fifty per cent,” said Brains. “ You'll 
have to go and place them on the edges 
of the hole Scott cut through to the 
rocket. Use A strength charges .. . 
four of them.” 

Virgil ran into the tunnel and put the 
explosives in position. They were light 
enough to shatter the basalt . . . but 
might they also blow the magnetic links 
from the hull of the rocket? That was 
just one of the chances they’d have to 
take. The other was that they could 
haul fast enough to beat the inevitable 


outrush of lava . . . lava which would 
hit the air, ignite, and possibly create 
enough heat to cancel out the magne- 
tism, just as had happened before! 

Back in the open again Virgil held 
his breath and pressed the button. This 
time the explosion was merely a dull 
thump, way down in the tunnel. 

The instant it came to their ears, and 
even as the first spurts of dust and 
smoke shot into view, both Scott and 
Virgil had thrown their vehicles back 
again on the draglines. And this time 
. .. this time they were moving! 

Slowly, painfully slowly, they gained 
inch by inch of ground. Now the tracks 
would slip as the rocket caught some- 
where along the tunnel . . . now it 
would free itself, and the movement 
begin again . . . and then, suddenly... 

“There she is, Scott! We’ve done 
it!” Virgil’s voice cracked with excite- 
ment. 

Gradually the slender nose of the 
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rocket burst through the earth into 
view, and in almost the same instant, 
the lava behind it gave it its last shove 
forward, and then spilled out on either 
side of it to burst into flames and come 
coursing down towards the mole in a 
blazing torrent! 

“Turn, Virgil!” 
“Ninety degrees!” 

Just in time the tractor yanked the 
mole clear of the deadly stream and, in 
turn, the mole drew the rocket out and 
away from the lava path. The great 
space-freighter lay there, pulsing with 
heat, twisted and battered . . . but safe. 

“ Okay, Virgil. I've got the chemical 
flasks. Let’s go.” Scott zipped himself 
into his cool-suit and jumped out of the 
mole, to run towards the rocket. 

The port was difficult to open, but at 
last it gave, and the two brothers 
scrambled inside. Immediately they saw 
the prostrate figures of the two men, 
both strapped to their couches. 

“ Scott—we don’t know which of 
these guys is which!” Virgil sounded 
anxious. 

“Their pockets . . . they’ll hold the 
clues .. . but wait! That one’s breath- 
ing, and this one isn’t. This is Beltsky, 
for sure!” Scott unstrapped the man, 
and listened for his heartbeat. He shook 
his head doubtfully and looked at his 
watch. 

“Not a flicker. And it’s eighteen 
minutes since he should have taken his 
tablets!” Scott quickly snapped open 
one of his flasks and poured its contents 
into the other. The liquids mingled as 
he shook them together, and he drew 
some up into his hypodermic syringe. 

“There. The elbow joint . . . that’s 
all 1 can do,” said Scott, and watched 
Beltsky’s waxen face. “Ready with 
some water, Virgil.” 


yelled Scott. 


Seconds that seemed like hours 
ticked painfully by . . . 

“Scott! There’s a pulse beating in 
his temple! Look!” Virgil stooped by 
Beltsky and felt his wrist. ““ He’s alive, 
Scott! He’s alive!” 

Beltsky’s eyes flickered open . . . but 
seemed to see nothing. Like a man in a 
dream, he let Scott force tablets be- 
tween his teeth, and he choked as Virgil 
poured water into his mouth. Then, at 
last, he shook his head, sat up, and 
spoke. 

“What . . . time is it?” 

“ It’s time for you to take a nice com- 
fortable ride back to White Sands, 
buddy,” said Scott. “ Hey, Virgil . . . 
what’s the news on Kelly?” 
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“ There’s a bump on the side of his 
head the size of an egg, Scott. Shall I 
bring him round?” 

“ Sure. Try what's left of the. water.” 

Virgil trickled some over the news- 
hound’s face, and at once he spluttered 
and sat up. “Ohhhh-yi! My head! 
What . . . what happened?” 

Then he seemed to remember where 
he was. His mouth fell open with 
amazement. “ We . . . we're out? You 

. . you guys are from International 
Rescue?” 

“Correct, Kelly. Now let's get 
moving, huh?” Scott steadied the two 


men and helped them to drop out of the 
rocket and on to the firm ground. 
“Virgil,” he said. “ You’d better head 
straight for home once the equipment’s 
back in Thunderbird II. I'll drop Kelly 
and Beltsky at the Spaceport.” 

“ F.A.B., Scott. I'll see you later.” 


OON enough, Thunderbird I had 

left the mountain range and the 
smoking volcano far behind. The 
astonished controller at White Sands 
had already given Scott clearance to 
land, having diverted all other traffic 
from the spaceport, as the man from 
International Rescue had asked. 

“1 don’t know how many times I’ve 
said this already, feller . . .” Beltsky 
was crouched by Scott’s side . . . “ but I 
just can’t thank you enough for what 
you’ve done.” 

“That goes for me, too,” said Con 
Kelly, huskily. “I guess I don’t even 
deserve the privilege of speaking to you, 
buddy, after the crazy way I started 
this mess . . . but anyway, that’s it.” 

“ You don’t need to apologise to me, 
Kelly,” said Scott. “You'll have enough 
trouble waiting for you at White Sands 
without me reading you any lectures. 
But maybe they'll understand how 
desperate a man must have to be before 
he tries such a fool set of tricks.” 

Now Thunderbird I was coming in 
to land on the White Sands area, and 
the retro-jet set the huge craft down as 
lightly as a feather. 

Beltsky climbed out first, and wrung 
Scott’s hand for the seventh time before 
he was helped into the spaceport 
ambulance. 
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“Oh, Kelly,” said Scott, finally. 
“ These are yours. My brother Virgil 
took them from you when we first 
entered the rocket.” 

Scott handed the newshound a 
waistbelt with a buckle that concealed 
a micro-camera, and a tiny limpet 
transmitter. “ We're used to spotting 
equipment like that,” he said. “So 
long now, and next time you're in need 
of a story try something else.” 

Thunderbird I blasted into life again, 
and lifted away from the pad. In 
moments, the sound of its jets was 
fading off into the distance. 

Con Kelly took a deep breath, flung 
the waistbelt and the transmitter as far 
away as he could possibly throw them, 
and began the long walk towards the 
waiting cars. 


